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Don’t Double Up on 
Acetaminophen
You have flu symptoms, 

so you’ve been getting 
some relief for the past 

two days by taking a cough 
and flu medicine every few 
hours. Late in the day, you 
have a headache and you think 
about grabbing a couple of 
acetaminophen tablets to treat 
the pain.

Stop right there. 
What you may not realize is that 

more than 600 medications, both pre-
scription and over-the-counter (OTC), 
contain the active ingredient acetamin-
ophen to help relieve pain and reduce 
fever. Taken carefully and correctly, 
these medicines can be safe and effec-
tive. But taking too much acetamino-
phen can lead to severe liver damage.   

Acetaminophen is a common medi-
cation for relieving mild to moderate 
pain from headaches, muscle aches, 
menstrual periods, colds and sore 
throats, toothaches, backaches and to 
reduce fever. It is also used in combina-
tion medicines, which have more than 
one active ingredient to treat more than 
one symptom. 

’Tis Cold and Flu Season   
The National Institutes of Health (NIH) 
says that Americans catch one billion 
colds per year and as many as 20% of 
Americans get the flu. Moreover, 7 in 10 
Americans use OTC medicines to treat 
cold, cough and flu symptoms. 

Fathia Gibril, M.D., M.HSc., a super-
visory medical officer at the Food and 
Drug Administration (FDA), explains 

Jennifer Shepherd, a U.S. Public Health Service pharmacist, is one of the 
25 pharmacists within FDA’s Division of Drug Information who answer 
the calls, e-mails and letters that come into the agency every day.

TAKING MORE ACETAMINOPHEN THAN DIRECTED IS AN OVERDOSE AND CAN LEAD TO LIVER DAMAGE.

FDA is a member of the Acetaminophen Awareness Coalition (AAC), a diverse 
group of leading health and consumer organizations. AAC’s outreach campaign, 
“Double Check, Don’t Double Up,” is all about the safe use of acetaminophen. 
Visit www.knowyourdose.org for more information.

Download this poster at:
www.fda.gov/ForConsumers/ConsumerUpdates/ucm336581.htm
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that consumers looking for relief from 
a cold or the flu may not know that 
acetaminophen comes in combination 
with many other medications used to 
treat those symptoms.” So if you’re tak-
ing more than one medicine at a time,” 
she says, “you may be putting yourself 
at risk for liver damage.” 

Symptoms of acetaminophen over-
dose may take many days to appear, 
and even when they become apparent, 
they may mimic flu or cold symptoms. 
The current maximum recommended 
adult dose of acetaminophen is 4,000 
milligrams per day, To avoid exceed-
ing that dose:
• �don’t take more than one OTC 

product containing acetaminophen, 
• �don’t take a prescription and 

an OTC product containing 
acetaminophen, and 

• �don’t exceed the recommended 
dose on any product containing 
acetaminophen. 

“When you’re at the store deciding 
which product to buy, check the ‘Drug 
Facts’ label of OTC cold, cough and 
flu products before using two or more 
products at the same time,” Gibril says. 
If you’re still not sure which to buy, ask 
the pharmacist for advice. 

For FDA’s list of brand name products 
containing acetaminophen, go to 
http://www.fda.gov/Drugs/DrugSafety/
InformationbyDrugClass/ucm239874.htm

Rely on Health Care Experts
Acetaminophen is used in many com-
monly prescribed medications in com-
bination with pain relievers such as 
codeine, oxycodone and hydrocodone. 
As of January 2011, FDA reported that 
overdoses from prescription medicines 
containing acetaminophen accounted 
for nearly half of all cases of acetamin-
ophen-related liver injury in the U.S. 
When your health care professionals 
prescribe a drug, be sure to ask if it 
contains this active ingredient, and also 
to inform them of all other medicines 
(prescription and OTC) and supple-
ments you take.    

Even if you still have fever or pain, 
it’s important not to take more than 
directed on the prescription or pack-
age label, notes FDA supervisory medi-
cal officer Sharon Hertz, M.D. But be 
careful, the word “acetaminophen” is 
not always spelled out in full on the 
container’s prescription label. Abbre-
viations such as APAP, Acetaminoph, 
Acetaminop, Acetamin, or Acetam may 
be used instead.

When buying OTC products, Hertz 
suggests you make it a habit of telling 
the pharmacist what other medications 
and supplements you’re taking and ask-
ing if taking acetaminophen in addi-
tion is safe. 

When the medicine is intended for 
children, the “Directions” section of 
the Drug Facts label tells you if the 

medicine is right for your child and how 
much to give. If a dose for your child’s 
weight or age is not listed on the label 
and you can’t tell how much to give, ask 
your pharmacist or doctor what to do. 

If you’re planning to use a medication 
containing acetaminophen, you should 
tell your health care professional if you 
have or have ever have had liver disease.

Acetaminophen and alcohol may not 
be a good mix, either, Hertz says. If you 
drink three or more alcoholic drinks a 
day, be sure to talk to your health care 
professional before you use a medicine 
containing acetaminophen. 

Find this and other Consumer 
Updates at www.fda.gov/
ForConsumers/ConsumerUpdates

  Sign up for free e-mail 
subscriptions at www.fda.gov/
consumer/consumerenews.html

“When you’re at the store deciding 
which product to buy, check the ‘Drug 
Facts’ label of OTC cold, cough and 

flu products before using two or more 
products at the same time.”
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